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Preface 

P.1 Purpose 
 
The purpose of this document is to provide program/project teams necessary instruction and 
guidance in the best practices for Work Breakdown Structure (WBS) and WBS dictionary 
development and use for project implementation and management control.  This handbook can be 
used for all types of NASA projects and work activities including research, development, 
construction, test and evaluation, and operations.  The products of these work efforts may be 
hardware, software, data, or service elements (alone or in combination).  The aim of this document 
is to assist project teams in the development of effective work breakdown structures that provide 
a framework of common reference for all project elements. 
 
The WBS and WBS dictionary are effective management processes for planning, organizing, and 
administering NASA programs and projects.  The guidance contained in this document is 
applicable to both in-house, NASA-led effort and contracted effort.  It assists management teams 
from both entities in fulfilling necessary responsibilities for successful accomplishment of project 
cost, schedule, and technical goals. 
 
Benefits resulting from the use of an effective WBS include, but are not limited to: providing a 
basis for assigned project responsibilities, providing a basis for project schedule and budget 
development, simplifying a project by dividing the total work scope into manageable units, and 
providing a common reference for all project communication. 

P.2 Applicability 
 
This handbook provides WBS and WBS dictionary development guidance for NASA 
Headquarters, NASA Centers, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, inter-government partners, academic 
institutions, international partners, and contractors to the extent specified in the contract or 
agreement. 

P.3 References 
 
NPD 7120.4, NASA Engineering and Program/Project Management Policy  
NFS Part 1834, Major Systems Acquisition  
Electronic Industries Alliance (EIA)-748, Earned Value Management Systems Standard 
NPR 7120.5, NASA Space Flight Program and Project Management Requirements 
NPR 7120.7, NASA Information Technology and Institutional Infrastructure Program and Project 
Requirements 
NPR 7120.8, NASA Research and Technology Program and Project Management Requirements 
MIL-STD-881, Department of Defense Standard Practice, Work Breakdown Structures for 
Defense Materiel Items 
PMI 978-1-933890-13-5, Practice Standard for Work Breakdown Structures  
NASA/SP-3705, NASA Space Flight Program and Project Management Handbook  
NASA/SP-6105, NASA Systems Engineering Handbook 
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Figure 2-2:  WBS Levels Illustration 
 

The following portion of a project WBS reflects an example of the NASA authorized WBS numbering 
system.  This numbering scheme is called the NASA Structure Management (NSM) system.  For each 
Agency project, the WBS established by the project team must use the NSM numbering scheme and also 
must correlate exactly through level seven to the corresponding financial accounting structure utilized 
for each project within the NASA Core Financial System.  This requirement helps to ensure that project 
costs are applied to the correct work scope being implemented by the project.  This process is necessary 
for carrying out successful Earned Value Management (EVM) processes. 
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a single extensive contract where the scope of work includes product content that crosses multiple WBS 
elements.  One example of this situation may involve a prime contractor with an approved scope of work 
that entails development of hardware and/or software products for multiple WBS system elements.  
Another example may involve a contract with a broad scope of work to supply support contractors to 
assist government personnel in project work that leads to products in the hierarchies of multiple WBS 
elements.  In both of these cases, it is recommended that the contract scope of work be subdivided in a 
product-oriented manner that allows for the most accurate depiction of the hierarchical breakdown of 
project work into meaningful products.  This means that a single contract scope of work may entail 
multiple, clearly identifiable work products that require their hierarchical positioning under multiple 
upper-level WBS elements.  Proper structuring in this manner will readily allow a more complete and 
meaningful aggregation of cost, schedule, and performance data for management use.  Please note that 
in these cases, it is imperative that the contracts are established containing the necessary data 
requirements that will direct the contractors to submit incurred costs that are clearly traceable to the 
correct CWBS elements where work was actually performed.  It should also be noted that correct cost 
reporting, as well as accurate and meaningful performance data are directly dependent upon a clear, 
complete, and accurate WBS /CWBS hierarchy. 
 
3.3.2 Compatibility with Internal Management Systems 
 
The WBS is a tool used by NASA, contractor, and other non-NASA performing entities.  Management 
objectives and system capabilities play a significant role in the development of a WBS.  NASA and 
management from all other project performing entities have flexibility in developing a WBS to 
accommodate their objectives and needs, which include effective and relational management and 
reporting systems.  It is critical to project success for the WBS to be structured and formatted in a manner 
that is compatible with business/management system capabilities for budgeting, scheduling, cost 
accounting, time keeping, and performance analysis.  The WBS typically serves as the common relational 
reference point between all these systems to allow for effective interface functionality (see Figure 3-4).  
The ability for management systems to function as an integrated architecture is a key ingredient to 
successful management processes. 
























































































